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Narrative Analysis in Iranian Folklore Stories Using Modern Narratology Theories
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Abstract

This article explores the narrative analysis of Iranian folklore stories using modern narratology theories. The primary objective of this
study is to examine the narrative structures, time, viewpoint, characters, and other key concepts in these stories to gain a deeper
understanding of their structural and semantic characteristics. For this purpose, prominent narratological theories by Gérard Genette,
Tzvetan Todorov, Roland Barthes, and Mikhail Bakhtin are employed. The findings show that Iranian folklore stories have complex and
non-linear temporal structures that operate differently from linear narratives through techniques like flashbacks and foreshadowing.
Additionally, changes in the focalization in these stories highlight the multiplicity of viewpoints and the social and cultural complexities.
Characters in these stories typically have fixed and defined roles, often in contrast to antagonists and various obstacles that drive the story
forward. Content analysis reveals that these stories, beyond conveying moral and social messages, particularly in areas like loyalty,
courage, and justice, serve as tools for education and the transmission of cultural values. Finally, the article suggests that future research
should compare Iranian folklore narratives with those of other cultures and place more emphasis on the analysis of negative characters
within these stories.

Keywords: Modern narratology, Iranian folklore stories, narrative structure, time, viewpoint, characters, cultural and social messages.
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This study presents an in-depth analysis of
Iranian folklore stories through the lens of
modern narratology, exploring their structural,
temporal, and semantic characteristics.
Folklore has long been a vital component of
Iranian culture, representing the myths,
legends, and traditions that have been passed
down through generations. The purpose of this
research is to demonstrate how modern
narratological theories can provide new
insights into the underlying structures of these
traditional narratives. By applying theories
from scholars such as Gérard Genette (1980),
Tzvetan Todorov (1977), Roland Barthes
(1977), and Mikhail Bakhtin (1981), the study
aims to highlight the complexity of Iranian
folklore narratives, offering a fresh perspective
on their narrative mechanisms and cultural
significance.

The research framework is built upon several
key aspects of narratology, including temporal
structure, focalization, character roles, and
narrative viewpoint. Genette’s concept of
temporal manipulation—through techniques
like anachrony, duration, and frequency—is
instrumental in analyzing the ways time
functions within Iranian folklore stories
(Genette, 1980). Iranian folklore frequently
departs from linear time, employing non-linear
narratives where time can loop back or fast-
forward through flashbacks or foreshadowing
techniques. These disruptions in the
chronological flow enable the stories to not
only entertain but also enrich the deeper

meanings they convey. The role of time in

Iranian  folklore reveals the layered
construction of these tales, where moments of
heightened tension or moral lessons are
amplified through temporal shifts, thus shaping
the reader’s engagement with the text.

In addition to time, the concept of
focalization—introduced by Genette (1980)—
is a central analytical tool in this study.
Focalization concerns the narrative viewpoint
or the perspective from which the story is told.
Iranian folklore stories, such as those found in
the Shahnameh or One Thousand and One
Nights, often employ multiple focalizations,
shifting between  various  characters'
perspectives. This constant movement
between different viewpoints provides a more
nuanced understanding of the characters and
events, as it reflects the multiplicity of
interpretations and experiences inherent in
each narrative. The multiple focalizations in
these stories not only emphasize the
complexity of their characters but also mirror
the sociocultural multiplicity within Iranian
society. By shifting the narrative lens, these
stories explore the internal conflicts and
external struggles of their protagonists from
various angles, giving voice to both the
oppressor and the oppressed, the hero and
the villain, thereby presenting a more dynamic
and inclusive social commentary.

Another key feature of narratology applied in
this study is the examination of character roles
and their functions within the narrative. Propp
(1968), in his analysis of Russian folktales,

identified specific roles that characters tend to
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embody, such as the hero, the villain, the
helper, and the donor. These roles are also
prevalent in Iranian folklore, though they are
adapted to suit the cultural and social context
of the narratives. For example, in stories like
Rostam and Sohrab or Mulld Nasr al-Din, the
hero often faces significant trials and
tribulations that are central to the plot. The
recurring presence of the villain, who opposes
the hero’s journey, serves as a catalyst for the
development of the narrative. Similarly,
helpers and donors play crucial roles in
assisting the protagonist to achieve their goal.
However, the complexity of Iranian folklore
characters extends beyond these simple
archetypes; the characters are not static but
evolve throughout the story, often embodying
a range of virtues and vices that reflect the
moral ambiguity of real-life individuals.

A pivotal aspect of modern narratology is the
exploration of narrative voice and the interplay
between the narrator and the audience.
Roland Barthes (1977) introduced the concept
of "the death of the author," which emphasizes
the separation between the author’s intentions
and the text itself. In the case of Iranian
folklore, this separation allows for multiple
interpretations of the same story. The
narrator's voice, whether it is first-person or
third-person, is central to how the audience
engages with the text. In many Iranian folk
stories, the narrator is an omniscient third-
person figure who offers insights into the
minds and motivations of the characters.

However, in stories such as One Thousand

and One Nights and Mulla Nasr al-Din, the
narrator often appears as a humorous,
unreliable, or even self-conscious character,
whose commentary invites the audience to
critically engage with the narrative. The use of
the narrator in this way creates a dynamic
relationship between the story and its
audience, encouraging readers to actively
participate in the construction of meaning.
Moreover, the study underscores the cultural
and social significance embedded within these
narratives. Iranian folklore is not just a source
of entertainment but also a vital cultural artifact
that reflects the norms, values, and social
structures of the time. The stories often serve
as a medium for moral instruction, transmitting
cultural norms related to loyalty, bravery,
justice, and respect for authority. For instance,
the story of Rostam and Sohrab carries a
profound moral lesson about fate,
responsibility, and the consequences of
miscommunication. Likewise, Mulla Nasr al-
Din stories employ wit and humor to challenge
social conventions and reflect the societal
dynamics of Iranian communities. These
stories are embedded in the fabric of Iranian
identity, reinforcing shared values and
collective memory across generations.
Therefore, they function not only as
entertainment but also as tools for cultural
education, offering a glimpse into the societal
concerns and philosophical ideas prevalent at
the time.

Finally, the study suggests that further

research should extend this approach by
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comparing Iranian folklore with other global
traditions using the same narratological lens.
This comparative analysis could illuminate
universal themes across cultures, such as the
nature of heroism, the structure of time, or the
role of fate in human affairs. Additionally,
exploring the role of negative characters in
these stories—whether villains or tricksters—
could deepen our understanding of how
Iranian folklore constructs moral narratives
and critiques societal norms. These negative
figures often challenge the hero's progress,
embodying traits that reflect societal fears and
anxieties. Analyzing these antagonistic
characters in greater detail would allow for a
more nuanced understanding of the moral and
social functions of Iranian folklore.

In conclusion, this study highlights the value of
applying modern narratological theories to
Iranian folklore. Through the lens of
narratology, it is possible to uncover the
complex structures, temporal mechanisms,
and societal functions of these stories, which
continue to resonate in contemporary Iranian
culture. By employing Genette’s analysis of
time, focalization, Barthes’ theory of the
narrative voice, and Bakhtin’s concept of
multiplicity, the study offers a new perspective
on how these stories function as both cultural
artifacts and as vehicles for social
commentary. Iranian folklore, with its intricate
narrative techniques and cultural depth,
provides fertle  ground for  further
narratological exploration, offering new

insights into both literary and cultural studies.
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